way out over the mountains into the unknown. He
knew about Mahommed and the great flowering of thef
Arab spirit that had sent armies marching and swift
ships sailing to every corner of the earth with the green
banner of Islam. He knew how the Malays had seized
even Islam, most unaccommodating of religions, and
woven its sober threads into the brilliant pattern of
their own riotous mythology. He told us of the balance
of nature: of how it had been discovered that such a
bird that was an enemy of rubber trees mustn't be killed
because it destroyed an insect that was an even worse
enemy. He told us of the mating and migrations of
fish: an eel, he said, was a traveller just as adventurous
as any Columbus. I hardly dared to breathe lest I might
interrupt him: I bitterly resented it when Richard
insisted we should stop for a glass of beer.
Something dormant was awakened in me that
night. It was something that I had long conspired
with busy events to bury, something that Richard had
seen stir afresh in my new life and scotched with ridi-
cule. Once again I became the wide-eyed child for
whom the whole world is a new book, its jacket un-
smutched, the clean smell of wet print on its virgin
pages crying for it to be opened. I was swept by a desire,
sudden and strong as a religious conversion, to escape
from my wasted years of idleness, to read all day, to
become, if it were ever possible, the kind of person who
might talk with Bernard on level terms. He wasn't
snobbish. He didn't care for gossip. What was said
or thought at the club meant nothing to him. With
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